Middle managers play critical roles in the implementation of organizational strategies. Yet, little is known about the views of middle managers on the organizational factors influencing strategy implementation. This paper is an attempt to extend existing understandings on the organizational factors influencing strategy implementation from the viewpoints of middle managers, including the contribution of middle managers in the implementation of organizational strategies and the challenges associated with the implementation process. Data were collected using semistructured in-depth email interviews with 12 middle managers. This research demonstrates that management style, strategic alignment, internal communication, and middle management contribution are critical factors influencing strategy implementation.
Introduction
Middle managers play a key role in organizational strategic activities and outcomes (Rouleau & Balogun, 2011; Teulier & Rouleau, 2013) and in strategy implementation in particular (Huy, 2011) . In this paper, we address the primary research question: What are the views of middle managers on the organizational factors influencing strategy implementation? The question was deliberately broad with the intent to elicit a wide range of views and perceptions regarding the dynamics of strategy implementation. Additional questions were crafted to explore the translation of strategic intentions into managerial action, the contribution of middle managers to strategy implementation, and the key challenges associated with strategy implementation.
By exploring these questions, we intended to expand research in strategic management by illuminating themes related to various aspects of strategy implementation. The objective was to explore the organizational factors influencing strategy implementation as viewed by middle managers, an area that had been largely ignored by researchers in strategic management. The problem examined in this study and the research question were shaped by a conceptual framework based on the assumption that strategy implementation is a complex social activity.
The Strategy as Practice Perspective (SAP)
A distinctive approach for studying strategic management, known as strategy-as-practice (SAP), has emerged as a stream of research concentrating on how people engage in strategic practices (Jarzabkowski & Spee, 2009; Paroutis, Heracleous & Angwin, 2013) . The focus of SAP is on the microlevel social activities and practices that characterize organizational strategy and strategizing (Golsorkhi, Rouleau & Seidl, 2010) . Within the SAP approach, strategy is understood to be a complex set of strategic activities and practices rather than a property of an organization (Jarzabkowski & Spee, 2009) . From a SAP perspective, strategy has been defined "as a situated, socially accomplished activity, while strategizing comprises those actions, interactions and negotiations of multiple actors and the situated practices that they draw upon in accomplishing that activity" (Jarzabkowski et al., 2007, pp. 7-8) . This socially based view of strategy has allowed SAP to establish itself as a distinct subfield within strategy research (Jarzabkowski & Spee, 2009 ).
In addition to providing an organizational perspective on strategy, the SAP view offers a strategic angle for examining strategic activities and practices, and thereby serves as a useful research paradigm to complement contemporary strategic management research. In contrast to the mainstream strategy research, which focuses on the effect of strategies on organizational performance, the SAP perspective calls for an "in-depth analysis of what actually takes place in strategic planning, strategy implementation and other activities that deal with strategy" (Golsorkhi et al., 2010, p. 1) . By drawing on theories and applying methods that are different from the common practices of strategy scholars, studies following the SAP approach can contribute to the development of strategic management as a discipline and a body of knowledge.
There has been an increasing body of research in the SAP field in the last decade. Jarzabkowski and Spee (2009) reviewed the existing SAP literature and identified some key domains of SAP research. Those research domains revolve around three main interrelated concepts: "practitioners (those people who do the work of strategy); practices (the social, symbolic and material tools through which strategy work is done); and praxis (the flow of activity in which strategy is accomplished)" (p. 70). Some research studies have focused on individual strategy practitioners and their perspectives on organizational issues (Bourque & Johnson, 2008; Hodgkinson & Clark, 2007; Mantere, 2008) . Other studies have centered on aggregate practitioners, such as middle managers (Rouleau & Balogun, 2011; Teulier & Rouleau, 2013) . Within those domains, SAP researchers have explored a wide range of strategic issues with a focus on microlevel strategic phenomena. Further, SAP scholars have developed an interest in studying strategy practitioners and their activities, emotions, practices, and behaviors (Jarzabkowski & Spee, 2009) . Our study complements the SAP studies by focusing upon middle managers as strategy practitioners who are key players in the strategy implementation process. Wooldridge et al. (2008) conducted an extensive review of the research on strategic management and found that "literature on the strategy process evolved to support a middle management perspective" (p. 1192). Within their strategic roles, middle managers use a range of ways in which they contribute to organizational strategy. Work in this area has concentrated on techniques and practices used by middle managers to influence strategy (Wooldridge et al., 2008) . In particular, researchers have conceptualized the various strategic roles of middle managers (Floyd & Wooldridge, 1992) and examined the influence of middle managers on strategy development and implementation (Hutzschenreuter & Kleindienst, 2006; Mair & Thurner, 2008) . Further, middle management strategic role expectations (Mantere, 2008) and role conflict, caused by different interpretations of environmental conditions, were explored (Herzig & Jimmieson, 2006; Mair & Thurner, 2008) . In addition, researchers have shown that middle managers use their internal and external network relationships to contribute to strategic activities (Pappas & Wooldridge, 2007; Shi, Markoczy & Dess, 2009 ).
Middle Managers and Strategic Practices
Middle managers hold unique positions within organizations providing them with the opportunity to influence an organization's strategic activities. Seen as key strategic actors, middle managers play several strategic roles within organizations. The role of middle managers as change agents would grow as organizations continue to become global and more complex (Rouleau & Balogun, 2011) . In order for middle managers to become proactively involved in strategies, it is essential for them to believe they are owners of the outcome of strategic initiatives (Mair & Thurner, 2008) . Hope (2010) examined middle management's political actions during the implementation of planned change and found that middle managers were in a position to use different types of political powers in order to influence strategic sensemaking of others in their organizations. This manipulation of political power enabled middle managers to mobilize various sources of power to influence meaning construction to promote or suppress the implementation of new strategies (Guth & MacMillan, 1986) .
One aspect of the organizational position of middle managers is their knowledge of external environments and internal operations. Being closer to the markets and to customers than top managers, middle managers have the knowledge to assess the viability of proposed strategies (Hutzschenreuter & Kleindienst, 2006; Rouleau & Balogun, 2011) and the influence to create an alignment between external market demands and the value of strategic initiatives. With the view that middle managers are an integral part of a control system within organizations, Floyd and Wooldridge (1994) suggested that middle managers, through the implementation of strategies, perform the following three tasks: (a) articulating tactics and allocating budgets that are necessary for achieving a strategy, (b) monitoring the performance of individuals and groups who are tasked with strategy implementation, and (c) taking corrective measures when behavior falls below expectations.
Method
In order to achieve depth of insight into views of middle managers on strategy implementation, we employed a qualitative interpretative research approach (Smith, Flowers & Larkin, 2009 ) with the aim of constructing a holistic, rich, and in-depth understanding of the phenomenon under study (Creswell, 2009 ). The application of qualitative methods in management research has increased in recent years (Johnson, Buehring, Casse & Symon, 2007) . Our data consist of one set of 12 interviews with middle managers working in various types of organizations in the United States. Data were collected by conducting in-depth interviews through email. Email interviewing was particularly well suited for this study as it produced rich written accounts of participants' www.ccsenet.org/ijbm International Journal of Business and Management Vol. 8, No. 22; perspectives on the implementation of organizational strategies. Online semistructured interviewing is particularly beneficial for interpretive researchers (Curasi, 2001 ).
The 12 interview transcripts were read several times to gain insight and achieve familiarity with the data. Once an overall sense of the data and obtained, some initial notes of interesting and significant accounts in the transcript were made, describing any striking issues. This step involved making exploratory coding without categorizing the text into certain meaning units. At this descriptive level of the initial noting stage, key words, sentences, and phrases were recorded. An initial list of provisional codes was then generated with an attempt to capture the ideas that mattered to the participants in terms of their subjective views. Those provisional codes were examined to see if they could be grouped together in meaningful ways. Emerging themes from the exploratory codes were developed, noting any connections between them. At this stage of the analysis, the interpretative aspect was emphasized where we began to make sense of what the participants have said with the intent of "mapping the interrelationships, connections and patterns between exploratory notes" (Smith et al., 2009, p. 91) .
Findings and Discussion
The emphasis throughout the study was on letting the participants speak for themselves. Attempting to portray multiple participant perspectives and capture some of the richness and complexity of the subject matter, illustrative quotations were taken from the interview transcript. The findings represent a thematically organized synthesis of the views and perceptions of the 12 participants on strategy implementation. The findings of this study are grouped into three main categories. First, the results related to the organizational factors influencing strategy implementation are reported. These factors are participative management style, strategic alignments, and internal communication. Second, the findings regarding the contribution of middle managers to strategy implementation are presented. Finally, themes related to the challenges associated with strategy implementation are discussed.
Participative Management Style
The majority of the participants pointed to a participative management style as a style that inspires employee engagement as one of the key factors influencing strategy implementation. According to the participants, adopting a participative management style by engaging key employees in the early stages of strategy planning and development has important implications, which include (a) being closer to those who do the actual work of implementation, (b) inclusion of staff input, (c) obtaining multiple perspectives and being open to new ideas, and (d) reducing potential resistance. Participants indicated it is critical to engage middle managers and employees from other levels in the organization in the strategy work because those organizational members are normally closer to the execution lines.
Engaging representative groups from different functions in the organization, especially those who have insights and information about customers, would allow for various perspectives, generate new ideas, and ensures the management becomes engaged in exploring how to refine and implement the strategy. Further, involving managers and front-line employees in strategic conversations facilitates understanding the purpose of the strategy by those who are responsible for execution (Vilà & Canales, 2008) . Strategic initiatives are more likely to be implemented when they are "designed not for the convenience of top management but for the comfortable execution of middle management and the front line," as one participant put it. The perception of the majority of the participants was that a participative and supportive management style is necessary for strategy implementation; this perception may explain why participants also reported that including middle managers in the strategy development phase facilitates engagement and buy-in. When middle managers are included in formulating strategic initiatives, they feel they have contributed in the strategic efforts and develop a sense of ownership. It is argued that employee engagement encourages a sense of ownership of the strategy and further develops organizational capabilities (Shirey, 2011) . However, empirical research to support such claim is lacking.
There is an increasing interest in the topic of employee engagement from scholars within the field of human resource management (Guest, 2013; Keenoy, 2013; Rees, Alfes, & Gatenby, 2013) . There is an accumulating body of evidence suggesting that "high levels of engagement are associated with high levels of performance, citizenship behaviour and individual wellbeing" (Truss, Shantz, Soane, Alfes, & Delbridge, 2013 , p. 2658 . However, the identification of a mechanism to enhance employee engagement remains a challenge (Truss et al., 2013) . From an organizational leadership perspective, a significant relationship has been found between participative leadership at supervisor level and employee commitment and trust (Miao, Newman, Schwarz, & Xu, 2013) . As the global business environment continues to be more competitive and complex, there is an www.ccsenet.org/ijbm
International Journal of Business and Management Vol. 8, No. 22; increasing recognition of the need to adopt participatory leadership styles that promote corporate entrepreneurship (Morrisette & Oberman, 2013) . Despite the emerging body of research from the human resource management field proposing a positive relationship between employee engagement and performance outcomes, there is little empirical evidence to suggest that engagement enhances strategic practice, particularly in relation to strategy implementation.
Strategic Alignment
The positive relationship between organizational alignment and successful strategy implementation was one of the primary findings of this study. The order of magnitude in terms of the number of participants who spoke about the importance of strategic alignment was evident in the data. However, as with other emerging themes, the participants offered rich descriptions of views and a diverse set of perceptions about the various aspects of alignment that are critical to strategy implementation. Most of the participants emphasized that organizations need to ensure alignment between strategic intentions and employee actions and activities. Recent research findings suggest that there is strong relationship between consensus and performance, particularly for lower levels of strategic alignment (Walter, Kellermanns, Floyd, Veiga, & Matherne, 2013) .
Few participants expressed their views of the importance of having mental alignment among organizational members regarding the designed processes, objectives, activities, and needed skills. Participants commented on the potential misalignment between the developed strategic plans and organizational and environmental realities, which would lead to a gap between strategy and implementation. In the words of one of the participants, "Failure to execute successfully is essentially reflective of an inability to align the mental construction (plan) with the reality-the strategy gap." One aspect of strategic alignment is the required consistency between the actions of those involved in the implementation process and the strategy. The understanding, awareness, and positive behavior toward the new strategic objectives are required for achieving alignment with the new strategy (van Riel, Berens & Dijkstra, 2009).
Internal Communication
The overwhelming majority of the participants indicated that internal communication is a critical factor influencing strategy implementation. Participants shared their views of the importance of internal communication at various levels in the organization and how effective communication leads to positive outcomes. One middle manager commented on the role of leadership in clearly communicating strategic goals to the staff: "Organizations (the leader) must be clear on communicated intentions and remain visibly/fully committed to the intentions". Some participants posited that ongoing, personal communication from organizational leaders helps in achieving commitment from the employees. Other participants maintained that when the strategy is clearly communicated and the objectives are adequately shared, intentions could be easily followed.
Communication has been a major recurring theme in the literature related to strategy implementation (Balogun, 2006; Forman & Argenti, 2005; Martin, 2010) . Okumus (2003) defined communication within the context of strategy implementation as "the mechanisms that send formal and informal messages about the new strategy" (p. 877). Understanding the strategy and the strategic intent of an organization requires effective and continuous communication. Turning strategy into action entails conveying and clarifying individual responsibilities and expected outcomes to key people in the organization. As one middle manager commented: "Typically, implementation requires careful and precise communication throughout the organization, particularly to those who will be required to participate in some way in the implementation." According to Cocks (2010) , failing to communicate the organization's strategic direction to all the employees is likely to lead to misinterpretation of strategic intents, which might cause a strategy execution failure.
Middle Management Contribution to Strategy Implementation
The participants stressed the unique position of middle managers in the organization that enabled them to influence others and manage the day-to-day operations. Moreover, the participants described middle managers' familiarity with the operations and organizational processes, which placed them in a better position to advise upper management on strategic directions and anticipate potential obstacles to strategy implementation. One of the middle managers emphasized the importance of the structural position of middle managers in terms their "ability to influence others" and responsibility to "manage the daily efforts of the organization." Middle managers are more likely to be familiar with the implementation process and therefore can anticipate potential barriers. Given their familiarity with day-to-day work, employees' skill sets and general market dynamics, these middle managers are able to help evaluate the strategic direction in line with market trends and internal www.ccsenet.org/ijbm
International Journal of Business and Management Vol. 8, No. 22; capabilities, while also flagging risks or tradeoffs that might be required if the strategy is pursued. They can also help set expectations with senior management about the resource requirements for successful strategy execution.
Several participants noted the role of middle managers as communicators and translators of the top management strategic intentions. One middle manager wrote: "Middle managers help with the downward flow of information and the horizontal alignment between the enterprise functional areas." Another manager asserted, "The role of the middle manager here is to do the translation on behalf of the executive and generate the need for the strategy." One of our informants claimed that middle managers are in a better position than executive management to convey information throughout the organization, as they are able to preserve the content of the message. He wrote: "Left to the C-suite to relay information obtained from middle level managers, the content is almost always over-generalized and much is lost in the translation as it moves its way up the corporate ladder."
One of the key objectives of this study was to shed some light onto the ways in which middle managers might contribute to the implementation of organizational strategies. Given the fundamental role played by middle managers in the strategic process (Rouleau & Balogun, 2011) , middle managers' commitment to strategy implementation becomes critical. Floyd and Wooldridge (1994) noted, "Strategies that lack middle management commitment suffer serious implementation problems" (p. 49). Further, middle managers are a valuable source of knowledge and information that is needed for the implementation process.
Because of their structural position, middle managers can be seen as a channel for the translation of top management strategic intents as well as an important force for managing the daily organizational operations. Given their proximity to the operational activities, coupled with access to senior management, middle managers occupy a unique position in organizations. Floyd and Wooldridge (1994) noted that middle managers contribute greatly to strategy implementation by translating organizational strategies into operational actions through monitoring individual performance, developing methods to achieve a strategy, and taking the necessary adjustment to ensure alignment between the strategy and the expected behavior.
Challenges in Strategy Implementation
One of the obstacles to strategy implementation uncovered in this study was the ineffective management of change. One middle manager admitted that change is difficult: "Implementation represents change and, for some, change is very difficult." Because the purpose of developing new strategies is normally linked to an organization's future vision to gain a competitive advantage, it is likely that executing those strategies requires changes in current organizational processes, systems, structures, and culture (Saunders, Mann, & Smith, 2008) . Therefore, when implementing planned strategies, change seems inevitable. Even though management can evaluate risks, uncertain consequences of change are always difficult to describe or estimate. It is important, therefore, to understand the dynamics and consequences of change in the context of strategies proposed. Such understanding can be applied to suggest how a change process can be managed in principle. A participant explained how handling change at an organizational level is much more difficult than managing change at an individual level.
Managing change is a complex process because of the interconnectedness of causes and consequences. Sequences of events unfold over time and may affect both the strategy of the organization and the people who work within the organization. Sometimes, people resist proposals for change and make strategy difficult to implement; sometimes, they are enthusiastic and willing to contribute significantly towards proposed ideas for change (Kotter, 2007) . For managers, handling the change process requires an awareness of the overall strategic direction of the organization as well as deep knowledge of its operational activities at the individual level.
Conclusion
The outcomes of the study are relevant to improving business practices in several ways. The struggle of most organizations to implement intended strategies is well documented in the literature related to strategic management (Hrebiniak, 2006; Neilson, Martin, & Powers, 2008; Schaap, 2012) . Providing a deeper understanding of the common challenges to strategy implementation could assist business leaders to overcome potential barriers to strategy implementation by embedding the analysis of possible problems during the strategy development and planning. Results of this study add to the body of knowledge related to barriers to strategy implementation by uncovering potential obstacles from the viewpoint of middle managers who play a key role in organizational strategic activities in general and strategy implementation in particular.
Another contribution of this study to the academic and professional literature is the exploration of some of the key organizational factors influencing strategy implementation. These factors are participative management style, strategic alignment, and internal communication. By adopting a participative management style, ensuring strategic alignment of various organizational elements, and enhancing internal communication, organizations are more likely to succeed in implementing their planned and emergent strategies. Additionally, the information emerging from this study could help organizational practitioners be mindful of the internal factors that might influence the strategy besides the attention given to external factors such as competition, economic conditions, and the industry forces determining the attractiveness of a given market.
In conclusion, the findings regarding the contribution of middle managers to strategy implementation could provide insights to organizational leaders on ways to engage middle managers in strategic practices. Due to their structural positions, middle managers play a key role in managing resources, providing information to decision makers, giving emotional support to their subordinates, and communicating the strategic intent of senior management throughout the organization. It is our intention organizational leaders might use these findings to develop mechanisms to engage middle managers in the strategy implementation efforts and ensure their commitment.
